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Early on the morning of March 31, guerrillas under the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front
(FMLN) attacked the Salvadoran army's fourth infantry brigade headquarters located in the town of
El Paraiso, Chalatenango department. The troops were subjected to automatic weapon and mortar
fire for over an hour. According to rebel sources, training facilities and barracks for the army's elite
Cobra and Azmitia units and the military intelligence office were destroyed. In the fighting, at least
43 Salvadoran soldiers, and a US military adviser, Staff Sgt. Gregory A. Fronius, were killed. Fronius,
member of the Army Special Forces, was from Greensburg, Pa. According to a Pentagon report, he
was the only American on the base at the time of the attack. As reported by the NEW YORK TIMES,
the rebels lost eight dead in what appeared to be their most successful operation in recent years.
Salvadoran Army Chief of Staff Gen. Adolfo Blandon, said that in addition to the 43 dead, 35 soldiers
were wounded. He said casualty figures may rise, and other reliable military sources said casualties
were considerably higher. The base normally has a garrison of about 1,000 troops, but at the time
of the attack, only 250 were present, Salvadoran officials said. The others, they added, were out on
operations. In contrast, rebel station RADIO VENCEREMOS reported that casualties numbered
in the hundreds. Among the dead, said VENCEREMOS, were brigade commander, Col. Gilberto
Rubio, and garrison deputy chief, Col. Eladio Canjura. On the same day, FMLN units were also
active in Usulutan, San Vicente and Cuscatlan departments, where they attacked military patrols
or facilities. According to the TIMES, the rebel attack was seen as a humiliation for the US-trained
Salvadoran army. It comes at a time when the rebels are showing a marked resurgence of military
and political activity. The March 31 attack marked the second time in four years that the rebels have
largely destroyed the base. El Paraiso, only 36 miles north of San Salvador, is one of the army's
most important and well-defended posts. It was designed by US Special Forces advisors in 1982
to be impregnable. US military officers admit that despite the nearly $1 billion in aid, four years
of training, and tons of the latest military equipment, the performance of the Salvadoran army is
sub-standard. According to the TIMES, there are usually more than 100 US soldiers in El Salvador,
of whom 55 are officially defined as military advisors. They are stationed in several outlying army
bases and a number have narrowly avoided being killed in two previous rebel attacks in the last
two years. The advisors are allowed to carry weapons, but they are not supposed to go on combat
missions and are required to exercise "good judgment" in not placing themselves in danger. In
practice, however, the advisors have often gone on combat patrols, where they have been seen
by reporters. RADIO VENCEREMOS said the attack launched a new military campaign "for the
conquest of peace, bread, work and liberty - all the people prepare their weapons." The operation
appeared to have been carried out by elite rebel forces, and was similar to other attacks in the last
two years in which highly trained units hit key army bases in quick night operations designed to
end before helicopter gunships could counterattack. The rebels rained highly accurate mortar fire
and rockets on the center of the base, pitting the main buildings and setting them ablaze. Next,
guerrillas teams then cut the perimeter wire and raced in with satchel charges, blowing up barracks
and raking soldiers with automatic weapons. According to reports by the US State Department,
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PRENSA LATINA, and RADIO VENCEREMOS, some 800 rebels participated in the raid. By the
time government planes, helicopters and reinforcements had arrived to assist the troops in El
Paraiso, the rebels had left the scene. A US Embassy spokesperson in San Salvador said the staff
sergeant was the first US adviser to be killed in combat. The TIMES pointed out that Fronius was the
sixth US soldier killed by rebels in El Salvador since 1983, although the other five were not involved
in combat situations. Another advisor was assassinated while driving his car four years ago and four
marines were machine-gunned while eating at an outdoor cafe in 1985. In addition, a CIA employee
died last week in the crash of a Salvadoran military helicopter. (Basic data from PRENSA LATINA,
03/31/87; RADIO VENCEREMOS, 03/31/87; NEW YORK TIMES, 04/01/87)
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